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The women’s
movement today

It’s been quite some time since we’ve had a discusslon
at a National Committee meeting on the women's libera-
tion movement and our work in it.

In fact, if we’d attempted to have a discussion two or
[ three years ago there wouldn’t have been a hell of a lot to
‘ say, malnly because there wasn’t too much going on in
the organised women’s liberation movement.

That’s just the way things were then and there was 1t-
tle we could do to change this situatlon.

LiBR Still, I think that despite the objective limitations, the
gm ARY record of the party throughout this last period, in terms of
VICTORIA doing womens liberation work has been pretty good.

w&" 1985 It’s always been a question that we put up front when it

comes to projecting the party and what we stand for. This

CALL No, is particularly the case with Direct Action, where no-one

can fault the coverage we've had. We've educated not

? just our members, but much broader layers, on our
305 - 420994 program for women’s liberation through our women'’s
i liberation book [Women and Soclalism, Pathfinder

C 15 w i Press, Sydney, 1984]. We’ve recrulted to the party on the

basis of this program.

] We were involved in the Jobs for Women campaign in
Wollongong from its inception and have continued to sup-
port it In whatever way we can. This campaign as we

i know has had an enormous political Impact.

o Over the years there have been numerous International

"}i‘& - Women’s Day committees and demonstrations that

i we've helped to build. All in all, when we’ve seen new in-
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itiatives develop that appear t
’ 0 be going so
we've generally had some input. Theseglnclr:smlem
paigns around childcare, abortion law refor e
for women’s services and so on

Finally, in our trade unio '

y, n work, when we’ve
npening§ and opportunities to push ahead on thl};ad o
tion, we’ve done some very useful work, o
thSo, overal,l, we shouldn’t under-rate what we’ve done i+
. € women’s liberation movement over the last f‘el‘;;
f;::; If there had been masses of women marching In
2 termesefft:gg obviiously we would have done more Buj"h
in terr ressing and campaigning around th -

. € most
Important needs and demands of women no other 10;‘
pa;:y has done more than we have. : E
pefio ;ht:h:::n:i time, we've recognised throughout this

B s e degree of organisation of women aé
women, ng around their own demands, has had little

relationship to the s
_ pread and accepta
the women’s liberation movement.p nce of the ideas of

m, funding

Impact of feminist ideas

While ;thew;l;‘g;nised movement has been small, the
.W ! ohj'ecﬂveswm consciously or not, identify with
feminist obj o yﬁﬁm:hx:nues tbggrow dramatically. How
m.. ,_Emwmm e llt::rwm support the baslc de-
“m ety wome s aﬂofl movement, Including
do m abortion? There aren’t too many around who

: W o the early days of the women's libera-
s MI mﬁ M“m: mm € the big mobllisations, or
L e fmm eim and its medla
were trying _ ‘mWh?u-tﬁe.movement.
: . Ay it as a small group of
Mothers would freak out when thelr

reading ,_WM"D‘OI'golng tty

m“mmance that
s ago and maybe even

{sn’t all that well thought through. The support fsn’t on &

The Wemen's Moverr
Often this support for the ideas of women’s I

subjective level. I don’t know how many interviews I'v
read with women in non-traditional areas or career posi-
tions and they’ve been asked: “Are you a women’s Hb-
per?” More often than not they’ll answer no but quickly
qualify it with: “T’'m not a women’s libber, I just support
equal opportunities for women.” In my opinion that's a
good definition of a “women’s libber.” 5

The ideas of women’s liberation continue to have a
radicalising effect on young women. Over the last few

years we've commented on many occasions on the ,
number of young women as op| fo young men that
join Resistance. I think the reason for fhi§ is the -‘;

radicalisation that continues to go on &
women'’s oppression.

There’s no question that the issues and concerns of the

women’s liberation movement have deeply penetra i
Australian soclety. One of the clearest indications of this
is the response this has generated in the Labor Party a
the trade unions. In particular, the Labor government is
working overtime to project Itself as the government
responsive to the needs and demands of women. Not only
has the ALP discovered that women candidates win
votes, but since it came to office we have seen the es-
tablishment of numerous advisory councils and equal op-
portunity centres, not to mentlon proclamation after
proclamation on women and employment, women and
education and so on. The culmination of course was the
anti-diserimination legislation.

It’s clear that Labor is trying desperately to harness
the feminist consclousness that exists. They are at-
tempting to co-opt the movement and buy it off with
limited reforms. In the trade union movement the left-
wing bureaucrats in particular are trylng to sound
responsive to the needs of thelr women members.

Yet, at precisely this point in time, we are seeing some
of the most significant developments for years in the
women’s liberation movement. While Labor is saying all

v
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you have to do is support us, the discussion, debate and
organisation in the women’s movement 1s the healthiest
it’s been for some time.

For instance, many women'’s groups like the Women's
Abortion Action Campaign in Sydney has been reac-
tivated. Right to Choose is belng published again and they
plan to hold a national women'’s health conference next

year. We've seen the emergence and growth of the
women’s peace movement, and I'll expand on these
points later.

In March, 500 women attended the Socialist Feminist

nisation of this
group. There was the slze of the Women and Labour
Conference in Brisbane in July, and, more imp« ntly,
the discussions held there. On campus the women's
groups, at least in Sydney, appear to be ;
active, and more influential than I've seen
In various states soclalists have been ab nte
quite effectively in the Labor Women’s organisation:
pushing these groups to the left.

These developments, which are a result of the objective
situation confronting women, are indications that the
w_?men’s movement is not throwing in its lot with Labor.
It's not 1972 all over again; there are not tremendous illu-
slons in what Labor will do for women.

Conference and there is the ongoing org

=g

Labor’s record

La:?;;tr' ll;efoge I take up this point, I want to look at what
s as done, or promised to do, for women. It’s here
tha the Labor leaders face a real dilemma. They know
mgkze;}tir;)ent, exists, they know that women want to
sciousn:g g;.rns and they want to tap thils feminist con-
(i as. hat they can’t do in this period is offer
vl tgybgtiﬁatnﬁngful reforms. To do this would run
“eipal Dperatmgemf:-conomic and political framework
isI:etshtehALP,s 1983 electlon campaign, the two women’s
. at they really campaigned around were jobs for

omen and the whole questlon of equal opportunity, or,
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more specifically, the antl-discrimination legislation.

While the Sex Discrimination Bill that went through
parliament did include some real galns for women, its
strongest section, dealiug with affirmative action, was
deferred for at least two years.

Any feminist who believed that the Labor government
was really going to fight for women’s rights would have
had their illusions seriously shaken by this.

The affirmative action legislation would have required
foreign, financlal and trading corporations, as well as
companies seeking government contracts, to include in

h ement plans a strategy to eliminate dis-
ion against women In all sections of the com:-
ould have applied to companies and corpora-
1g more than 100 people, or with a govern-
- agreement for services and supplies ex-

ffect. 1t would have represented the kind of legisla-
cessary to guarantee women real employment op-
ies by opening up the job market and allowing
t1 ccess to traditionally male areas of work. It’s little
wonder that it was precisely this that the Labor govern-
I decided to defer.
And why did the Labor government stall on this
tion? Basically because the bosses complained like
1at the whole thing would cost them money. After
all, they would have had to fork out money to install some
women's toilets and so on. So, the excuse given was that
there was a lack of community understanding about how
affirmative action would operate.

So, instead they Initiated some affirmative action test
cases. Particular employers, in particular locations,
became test cases. For instance, BHP at Whyalla is an
affirmative action test case. Meanwhile, the Wollongong
women take them to court demanding job justice. Exam-
ples like this show what a sham the whole thing is without
real legislation. But apart from the limited gains con-
tained in the Sex Discrimination Bill, Labor has done lit-
tle else for women. While the budget contalned some
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small concessions as far as funding In some areas wag

concerned, it did little to address the most urgent needs ot
women.

Unemployment
For example, the unemployment rate

for women {s
around 9.5 per cent. For young wor

's a staggering

20 per cent. Significantly, 80 per ¢ stimated 70-
0,000 people who make up the “‘hi ~mployed are
women. If this estimation were e real un-
employment rate for women would be © | per cent,
The Labor government is not only incape " address-
ing this problem, it didn’t even pretend to « i the last
budget. Money spent on job creation was ¢ wer $22
million. While the government tries to project {he Com-
munity Employment Program as the answer to wormen’s
unemployment, the whole scheme is becoming iIn-

creasingly discredited.

It’s held by most to be a cynical means of artificlally
lowering the unemployment figures by funding short-
term work. And, while the government boasts that CEP
offers equal opportunities for women, this is not the case.
Women's participation rate in it is around 30 per cent.

But if the Labor government is doing little for women
their counterparts in the trade union movement are doing'
less. That's not to say that nothing s going on in the trade
union movement. There actually are some very in-
teresting developments, but these generally fall into two
categories.

Elither, they fall into the category of what'’s acceptable
to the government and the confines of thelr prices and In-
comes policy and the Accord, like the affirmative action
test cases. Or, they have developed independently of the
trade union bureaucrats, like the shorter-hours struggle
by the NSW nurses and the Jobs for Women campaign

But the trade union bureaucracy, particularly the faké
left, are facing the same dilemma as the Labor govern-
ment. Demands for women'’s rights on the job are gaining
a stronger and stronger hold amongst working women.
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This has been encouraged by the growth of working
women’s centres, migrant resource centres, workers’
health centres, trade union women’s committees and so
on. The union offlcials have to appear to support these
bodles because they do help workers. This in turns
deepens the contradictlons they face. These centres raise
the consclousness of workers. They, in turn, start placing
demands on the union officials who just aren’t prepared

ight.
" '-f’lbc is not to say that the union leadership won’t turn on
. and committees if they feel they have to, if
> too uncomfortable for them. The at-
s on the urkmg Women’s Centre in Melbourne
show i they will.

y action test cases

. actlon test cases work in the same

ey deepen the dllemma. While some of
sen a farce — the establishment of token
ommitiees over the heads of the women

others are much more interesting.
4t have recelved some attention in the press

e Government Ammunitions factory and the

svernment Clothing factory in Melbourne. We know
most about the ammo factory because we have members
working there. They report that this affirmative action
test case has led to some really positive gains for the

‘kers there.
WDllgather that the main reason for this Is that both these
factorles come under the tutelage of Brlan Howe, the
Minister for Defence Support and prominent leader of the
Victorian Soclalist Left. He apparently 1s quite fired up
about affirmative action.

According to our members at the ammo factory the
whole experlence has had a tremendous impact, not just
on the women workers, but on the whole workforce. Howe
came to the factory and launched the campaign. Women
from the Western Reglon Centre for. Working Women
were allowed almost unlimited access to the factory.

s S
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Unemployment

For example, the unemployment rate for women |z
around 9.5 per cent. For young women it is a staggeriﬁj
20 per cent. Significantly, 80 per cent of the estimated Ti
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This has been encouraged by the growth of working
women’s centres, migrant resource centres, workers’
health centres, trade union women’s committees and so
on. The union officlals have to appear to support these
bodies because they do help workers. This in turns
deepens the contradictions they face. These centres raise
the consclousness of workers. They, in turn, start placing

i demands on the union officials who just aren’t prepared

to fight.

This is not to say that the union leadership won’t turn on
these centres and committees if they feel they have to, if
things are getting too uncomfortable for them. The at-
tacks on the Working Women’s Centre in Melbourne
shows that they will.

Affirmative action test cases

The affirmative actlon test cases work in the same
way, that is, they deepen the dilemma. While some of
them have been a farce — the establishment of token
women’s committees over the heads of the women
workers — others are much more interesting.

The two that have recelved some attention in the press
are the Government Ammunitions factory and the
Government Clothing factory In Melbourne. We know
most about the ammo factory because we have members
working there. They report that this affirmative action
test case has led to some really positive galns for the
workers there.

I gather that the main reason for this is that both these
factorles come under the tutelage of Brian Howe, the
Minister for Defence Support and prominent leader of the
Victorian Soclalist Left. He apparently is quite fired up
about affirmative action.

( According to our members at the ammo factory the
whole experience has had a tremendous impact, not just
on the women workers, but on the whole workforce. Howe
came to the factory and launched the campaign. Women
from the Western Reglon Centre for. Working Women
were allowed almost unlimited access to the factory.
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They held meetings with the women workers who were
really encouraged to ralse and discuss all the Issues that
they thought were Important. According to the reports
T’ve heard it was like opening Pandoras box. Everything
came out, childcare, health and safety, repetition in
jurles, the lack of advancement opportunities for women
workers, general working conditions and so on.

The women really loved It. They referred to it as the
“women’s lib”’ project and the male workers came right
behind it. On the other hand, management was really
hostile to the whole thing. From what I gather, it
culminated in a long report which outlined all the
women's grievances and made certain recommenda-
tions, These included setting up a factory women'’s com-
mittee and holding regular mass meetings of women
workers to make sure that conditions were improved.

The Sydney Morning Herald on October 5 carried an ar-
ticle on the report. It said: ‘“Women working in two
defence support department factories in Victoria are en-
during nineteenth century working conditions including
work hazards, stress assoclated with plece work and vic-
timisation by foremen,

“The report painted a picture of a group of largely
powerless women workers, subject to the pressures of
production, conveyed from management through often
dictatorial foremen, suffering appalling working condi-
tlons and assoclated health problems without adequate
recourse.” You can see now why management and
many of the foremen didn’t like the project. Still, it
makes you wonder why you have to be an affirmative ac-
tlon test case before anyone discovers the rotten condi-
tlons your forced to work in, or, listens to your
grievances.

The position that we occupy on the shop committee at
the ammo factory means that there at least this report
w_m‘t be forgotten; action will be taken to improve the lot
of the women workers. But I don’t think we can be so con.
fident about other places. Management will try and brush

le affair under the carpet and we shouldn’t as.
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. sume that the Labor government wlill do anything

meaningful unless it’s forced to do so from the shop floor.

Still, the ammo factory experience shows us that where
the affirmative action program is being concretely ap-
plled it’s having a tremendous impact on the con-
sclousness and expectations of workers, both male and
female. It makes you wonder what the response wlll be if
and when Labor doesn’t deliver the goods.

But, apart from examples like this, we’re finding that
where working women are struggling, where action is go-
ing on; its not due to the initiatives of the trade union
bureacrats.

I don’t know how closely comrades are following the
developments in the Jobs for Women campaign but there
have been some big steps forward recently. The victory
around legal aid was a very important development.
Leading up to this there was good press coverage and the
campaign to win legal ald got the backing even of NSW
Premier Neville Wran.

Trade union bureaucracy

But, getting back to the role of the union officlaldom,
what we’'re finding Is that they’re trying to kill any in-
itlatives to improve the lot of women workers. The fake
lefts are making a few nolses about certain Issues but
they’re also locked into the Accord, which basically al-
lows for no real gains. '

A good example of this is the equal pay campalgn that.s
been discussed in both the trade union' and women'’s
liberation movements. In Melbourne, the Council for
Equal Pay has been formed which had a blg launching
last August. A campalgn around equal pay has the poten-
tial to be quite an explosive one in the Australlan trade
union movement. This is because of the enormous ine-

uality that exlsts.
. Theze figures on wage levels really say it all. In 1983,
for the 28.2 per cent of women who work full time, their
earnings were 76 cents for every doilar earned by male
workers.
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" The reason for this, of course, lies with the occu
L L 4 n
segregation that exists. In fact, a 1977 Organlssﬂlgilmf]j:
Economic Co-operation and Development study of 12
countries showed that Australia had the highest level o
industrial segregation. In February 1984, 64 per cent of
women workers were concentrated In only three occupa-
m;' -; ﬁi;:‘w:l; um and services. :
; major factors hampering women'’s atte
to gain equal pay Is the fact that the work areas In lefcr;
$0 many women are concentrated are extremely under-
VM. This has been reinforced by the Accord and sub
w National Wage Case decisions which prohibit
Tk vﬂue cases for existing occupations. Work value
cases are only allowed where new technology has openef}
up new areas of employment. ;

| Women and the Accord

_.St, the Aec{rrd actually reinforces occupational
mﬂm‘ : Fm_'__us, t!_len !t_’s clear: The only way to
W_ msnhrgfm A:fr ezmpaign- for equal pay lles with
mmgm R m- and the Natlonal Wage Case
e M i ;?e t?r tlt? trade union bureaucrats.

g b et ‘left”” can come up with on this
mmh . aiﬁng September next year and then put-
o e mm m;? renegotiate the National Wage
ien;:d iy il comparative-worth tests are al-
I b;r% too, these same trade union leaders are
m i mMg: : t_he position of women in the
:ﬂ”mt s manmmy:wmy eroded. As far as jobs go,
- — . M emale occupations that are really
W m, e mmw_ new technology. From proces's
W 'nd‘ mmmutﬁsm&cturmg industry to telephonists,
“m_ S N T f o:;fts. many thousands of jobs are

T il .ne s ban on shorter-hours agree-
‘bosses and many rhous‘;nt;: l;;}ology Mooyt 1o
foony ’ women will end up back in

o ¢ eVer was a time to fight for women’s rights on

S g R T e i
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ob it's now. Equal pay, affirmative action, shorter
s, not to mention higher wages, are all vital concerns
. working women.

et, we’'d be kidding ourselves to think that we're likely
see any of the current trade unlon officialdom boldly
ading struggles around any of these issues. Rather,
ay’ll continue to pay lip-service to the consciousness
that exists while attempting to redirect or knife any
struggle that threatens to go beyond the confines of the
Accord.

" Given this situation is it any wonder that there’s no real
~ enthusiasm for Labor or its economic policies among, in
- particular, the current activists in the women’s
 movement?

Sure, there are feminists in the Labor Party who have
recently found themselves occupying seats in parlia-
ment, doing a brave job trying to convince themselves
) and other women in the party that now is not a good time
f to move abortion motions or fight for affirmative action.
But this is only half the story. The other half is the discus-
sions, debates and policies adopted by Labor Women's
conferences, which are a little more in touch with the
thoughts of rank-and-file ALP women.

The NSW Labor Women's Conference, held on
September 29-30, consistently adopted left-wing policies.
This included endorsement of the Soclal Rights Cam-
paign which, as most people are aware, stands in firm op-
position to the Accord. At the Natlonal Labor Women's
Conference, held earlier this year, Hawke was booed by
the delegates there.

Examples like this show us that nothing is cut and dry
in the women’s movement. What weakens Labor’s at-
tempts to divert the movement is the general level of con-
sclousness that exists and the fact that they are offering
women nothing more than a few crumbs.

The developments that have occurred in the move-
ment, which I went through earller, deserve our con-
sideration and attention. While it's very uneven and
rather undeveloped at this stage, we are seeing more ac-

S W
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tivity, new organisations, and a real political dlscussion
in the movement. These developments suggest that
rather than fall into the general scheme of things, the
women'’s liberation movement could move forward In
this period.

1 now want to briefly go through some of the most im-
portant developments.

Women's peace groups

First of all, there has been the development of the
women's peace groups including Women for Survival,
Women’s Action Against Global Violence, Women’s Ac-
tion for Nuclear Disarmament, and so on. These groups
exist now In all capital cities plus Newcastle and Wol-
longong. There may well be others that I don’t know
about. Currently the focus of their activitles Is the
women’s peace camp to be held at Cockburn Sound in
December.

Whilst politically they may be quite different, the
general thrust behind these groups is feminists organis-
ing in their own groups around the vital question of peace.
;‘here’: 8:n:n doubtlthat formed on this basis these are

rogressive organisations which can and
strengthen the peace movement overall.do i

In many cities, in particular Newcastle, Wollongong
and Perth, we are, or have been, centrally involved in
these groups. We have found that the other actlvists are
very good, in fact they are people who should be in our
party. At different times these women have been our
strongest political allies when it comes to pushing anti-
imperialist demands in the broader peace movement
beI:nme groups in the citles I have mentioned we ha've
o a?le to be part of very open political discussions.

ve found that the women are Interested In discussi
soclallsm and the Marxist view of, not only worneu?ss 5o
pression, but, what causes war. By and large, the conc?g-
slon we have drawn In each of these cities is that thesé

_ Broups are large, active, outgoln
will continue to work in. golng organisations that we
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This doesn’t mean that a whole range of opinions don’t
in these groups and In the movement as a whole;
most certalnly do. But this is characteristic of not
the women’s movement but any broad coalition.
" In Sydney and Melbourne we have been less consistent-
- {nvolved, mainly because the political character of

these groups has been less open. Stlll, from what T know,
we've come behind big events in whatever way we could
and intervened at varlous points, which we should con-
tinue to do.

The other thing I want to ralse relating to this point is
' just what our position on eco-feminism should be. This s
a question that is being discussed and debated out in the
women’s peace movement.

Eco-feminism

The whole concept of eco-feminism has been In-
terpreted in many ways. For some women involved in the
peace movement, eco-feminism means feminists
organising their own peace groups. As I sald earlier-in
this report, we think this Is a very progressive thing. But
eco-feminism is more than this.

It’s essentially a political philosophy in the same way
radical feminism is. It attempts to pinpoint the causes of
war and outline solutions based on these causes. Its
premises on the causes of war are wrong and lead to
some very reactlonary positions. Very crudely eco-
feminism says: Men are Inherently aggressive and in-
herently destructive. Women aren’t because women are
mothers and nurturers and, therefore, much closer to
nature. This lets women off the hook on two counts.

Flirstly, because they're supposedly close to nature,
women don’t destroy it, and, secondly, because women
supposedly aren’t aggressive they don’t cause wars. Men
on the other hand are responsible for the oppression of
both women and nature and this in turn reinforces the
“common bond’’ that women and nature are supposed to

share,
Therefore, eco-feminism concludes, the peace Issue is a
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 Australia. 1 think there are two main reasons for this.

 Flrstly, so many of the feminists mow active In the peacs

nt have fought long and hard against the ldea
that a woman's natural role is as mother and nurturer,
and, secondly, it's Just so obvious that mem, as a sex, navs
nothing to gain from a nuclear war. Moreover, a large
percentage of the peace activists in this country are men.

Still, the debate goes on and from time to time we've
had to steer some of the committees away from eco-
feminist-type positions. For instance, in the Perth WAND
group we've always argued that it’s wrong to push the
anti-sailor issue. In our opinion this is reactionary. The
focus of the movement there has to remain around the
real issue — no visits by US warships!

We should understand where the peace question is tak-
ing the women’s movement. In doing this we should
remember that the identification of feminists with the
peace movement is a lot broader than those women
ﬂ:ﬂﬂd in Women for Survival groups.

or example, it’s featured prominently In just about
every feminist paper or journal that P've seenj‘:'ecenﬂy.
Tons of books have been written by feminists abnut it and
at theggome‘?m;nd LabT(;:- Conference there were
numer ses on it. ace t
m:;ra‘;e:re in the women’s mg:emenu:“e e
, where does this take the movement 3
say that just about the last place it can go-tspl‘:iﬁg (t::ti:i.rrlng
dml'-ahar Party. No feminist, anti-war activist In their
right mind would, at this point in time, be considering
~ loining the Labor Party. Labor’s betrayal of every
~ Progressive anti-nuclear, antl-war policy it had is driving
a llme deeper the wedge between it and the women’s
‘movement. _'Bhe fact that the ALP had an anti-uranfum
/ but this was simply ignored by the Labor govern-
tly ditched at the ALP Natlonal
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pe, has shown most feminist peace activists that
reform ALP policies by working inside it is a

lonal developments
Interesting to look at the developments imter-
ally In this regard. We've spent a lot of time this

d, and during our preparaftions for the election
algn, discussing the German Green Party. I'd ilke
10 throw another element into this discussion. The open-
ng paragraph to the German Green's program states:
“We are the alternative to the traditional parties. We
w out of a coalltion of alternative groups and partles.
@ feel solidarity with all those who have become active
i the new democratic movement: the life and nature
groups, the environmental protection groups, the eitizens
Initiative organisations, the movements for peace,
I Buman rights, women's rights and Third World rights.”

So, they very much pose it as the coming together of
different progressive movements around a common
program.

B If you read a little further you get to the Green's
program on women which Is really very good. It contains
statements like:

“In the Green Party women are more actively involved
as co-partners in the determination of political objectives
than in other parties. This trend will Increase even more
to the extent that women are prepared fo assume more
political responsibility and are no longer denled positions
of responsibility and authority.”

From what I know about the German Greens, the com-
position of the party as a whole and lts leadership, It is a
real pole of attractlon for feminists, They helped form It,
8 they continue to join it, and they are strong In Its
leadership.

In Australla, I think we can see slimilar elements in
organisations like the Nuclear Disarmament Party here
in Sydney. It's struck me time and time again that not

e e
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only are there a hell of a lot of women in the NDP but
more often than not, when someone {s speaking on behalf
of the NDP, that person is a woman.

It’s quite similar with the Sydney Greens. There are a
lot of women, a lot of feminists, involved, who play a very
influential role in the formation as a whole.

This is reflected in their draft program, which Is still In
the process of being debated, amended and refined. Still,
the question of womer’s ilberation Is right up front and
everybody agrees that it should be given that priority.
Their draft program states:

“We stand for the need of people to control their own
lives. Social freedom and equality cannot be concelved
without an end to all forms of discrimination and oppres-
sion.”

Further on it says:

“For women this means the right to reproductive
freedom and an unrestricted right to economic In-
dep_endence, as part of a process of breaking down
hierarchical structures and beginning to reorder values
by eliminating the divisions between the public and
private domains.”

Of course it would be a mistake to read too much into
this. We don’t know where the NDP or the Sydney Greens
will go after this electlon. But, the point we can make out
of this is, with the women’s movement taking up the
peace issue in the way that it is, its political trajectory is
away from the Labor Party and much more towards in-
¢ mendent organisation and mobilisation, with many of

the activists being drawn towards these new 1
-W
formations. it

A broadening outlook

There Is another aspect to this that I want to
briefly which I think is also part of the women't:‘:'flgv?
ment broadening its concerns and outlook. This has to do
with what I think is a new emphasis on the whole question
of solidarity with women in the Third World. Again, this
‘theme runs through many feminist papers and journals,
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of the articles I've seen recently take up the ex-
ation of women in the Philippines. One very good ar-
by a Filipino woman, baslcally explained why the
of women in the Philippines, was intrinsically tied to
s development of the revolution there.

There have been articles on the advances the
araguan revolution has made for women, articles on
rica, the Pacific and so on. For instance, the latest
arlet Woman advertises the meetings of, not only the
Philippines Action Support Group, but a new organisation
as well called Women In Solidarity with Women in the
Philippines.

At the Women and Labour Conference two of the best-
attended sessions were the ones addressed by represen-
tatives of the African National Congress and the Federa-
tion of Cuban Women.

This growing identification and solidarity with
women’s struggles In the Third World is something we
have to promote. Once you become aware of the situatlon
facing women in the Third World it’s easy to see the link
between the oppression they face and the role that im-
perialism plays In those countries. Increasing numbers of
feminists in Australia are not only seeing the link but get-
ting enthuslastic about the advance of the national libera-
tion revolutions. Our solidarity work has got to be able to
reach out to these women and get them involved.

Soclalist-feminist group

The next thing I want to look at Is the socialist-feminist
group in Melbourne. The Soclalist Feminist Conference
{n March, which was only a Melbourne conference, had
over 500 women attending, which is very significant.
Since then the main activity has been to set up a soclalist-
feminist organisation. Meetings have been held monthly,
attended on average by about 50 women, with up to 100
involved in the project.

The composition of the group is interesting. Apart from
two to three members of the CPA, we're the only other
left party involved. Most of the other women, especially

T ——



22  The Women's Movement Today

the key ones, are Jong-time women’s movement activists,
many of whom have gone through an Interesting political
evolution.

Many of them in the past have been exceptlonally
hostlle to the ideas of soclalism. In some cases they were
prominent radical feminists.

This is characteristic of a whole core of women in-
volved. They've come from being hard-line separatists
to, from all accounts, serious sociallst-feminists. This
evolution in their thinking {s very much tled to the ex-
periences that the women’s movement has gone through
in the last 15 years.

They’ve done the separatist bit; they’ve put all thelr
energles into women'’s services; they've experienced the
reforms of Labor governments; and now they've come to
the conclusion that you have to fight the system. I think
that the size of the Soclalist Feminist Conference is an in-
dication that many other long-time activists in the move-
ment have drawn similar conclusions.

We should regard this as a very positive development.
Sure, we may not agree with everyone on every point,
and there Is a certain susplicion of left-wing parties, but 1t
is an important step forward nevertheless.

According to the reports I've heard, within the on-going
planning group there is a very good atmosphere, with
very broad, open political discussions, a willingness to
listen, and an appreciation of the contribution SWP
members can make In clarifying political questions.

One of the things that the group s grappling with now s
what to do next; how to take things further politically in
the women’s liberation movement.

I just want to read some excerpts from an article in
Scarlet Woman written by one of the actlvists in the
soclalist-feminist group, Sue Jackson. It’s a report on the
conference and it gives us an idea on the nature of the
organisation, its strengths and weaknesses.

“The 1984 conference saw less of the euphoria and raw
lm,. and certainly less of the flery optimism of its
forerunner [that is, the 1974 Feminism and Soclalism

G TR T NI
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grence). There was also less dogged sectarianism
1 the notable exception of the Spartacist League,)
a virtual absence of the suspiclous caution aroused
» mention of soclalism at the 1974 conference.
‘hese features have been largely replaced by a
ch for a real focus and direction in our struggles, a
serlousness and a renewed sense of determination.
. was evidence of a more realistic, if less exciting
oach, which was reflected in the title of the con-
ce — Down to Business. This new approach was
racterised by a great appreciation of the long haul, a
gacy perhaps of the continuing recession and the
eral shift to the right in Australlan politics.”’
Further on, the article contlnues:

“Discussion on the second day, around the theme

ivmmen and the labor movement centered on the Implica-

tions of the Prices and Incomes Accord for women, and

on strategles for soclalist feminists under Labor govern-
" ments. Several speakers called for a mass Influx of

women into the ALP as a strategy for pressing our de-
mands. This was greeted with considerable skepticism
and appears even more problematic following the ALP
national conference.”

The article concludes:

“For me a number of things became clear during the
course of the conference. First, there Is no such things as
swomen'’s issues.’ All lssues are of importance to women
and we need to develop our knowledge and strategies in
those areas not previously considered women’s Issues.

“Second, whilst many lssues have remained on our
agenda for the past ten years we are not fighting the
same battles over and over again, We have succeeded In
moving these on to a different level. The issue of equal
pay is a good example. Whilst the arbitration commission
decision in 1972 has done little to ensure that women
receive an equitable share of the wealth of the country, it
has now meant that we are able to point to the underlying
reasons for unequal pay. This of course involves the
whole complex web of women's oppression. We can now
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demons‘rate that uaequal pay Is not merely a lingering
effect of outdated prejudices to be remedied by legal
reform, Rather it is fundamental to the system In which
we live and to the inequitable distribution of wealth which
it supports. The only solution is fundamental change in
that system, beginning with real redistribution of wealth
and income "’

I'd recommend comrades read this article for
~ themselves because there are other interesting points In
it. There’s not a hell of a lot in it on what to do next, the
next practical steps, which shows a certaln confusion on
this level. It’s a lot clearer on what not to do, the traps of
the past, the pitfalls to be avolded in the future. In many
ways though, this sort of discusslon is needed in the
women’s movement — If enough cobwebs are cleared
away It will be easler to see where to go next.

Women and Labour conference

Finally, I want to take up the Women and Labour
Conference which was held in Brisbane in July. I think
that all of our members who attended, and there were 14
or 15 of us, came away very exclted by the discussion and
enthusiasm it generated.

For a start, it was very blg — over 1700 women at-
tended. Women and labour conferences really have
become an important focus for the women’s liberation
movement; they are, in effect, the biennial conference of
the movement. But it wasn’t just the size, 1t was the dis-
cussions and the direction that you could see the women's
$:veme3t going in that I t*" % excited us the most. Our

ervention was very good, we sold 200
o gl coples of Direct

It’s hard to give a feel for what the conference was like.
In the past I've really dreaded women’s conferences.
They were something that you sold Direct Action outside
of and from that point on you were tainted. The rest of the
weekend it was llke you were walking around with a
brand on your forehead that read ““I am a member of a
male-dominated political party”’ or ““I collaborate with
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’* At this conference there was not even a sniff
fact, most of the women I talked to considered
sg soclalists of one shade or another.
?Was reflected In the way we were able to in-
g, and, more particularly, In the responsiveness to
leas. While so many women there consldered
alves soclalists there was, at times, confusion on
oretical level that we were able to provide some
on.
s also came through in the workshop put on by the
atlonal Soclalists entitled ‘‘Reform or Revolution.”
I walked in there were over 50 women at that ses-
and I thought it was a bit of a coup for the IS. But
Carole Ferrier started giving their line.
She explained that feminism is basically petty-
rgeols reformism and quite counterposed to Marx-
., There was quite an interesting response to this.
roughout her talk the audlence was getting more and
more agltated and as soon as she finished speaking a mul-
fitude of liands shot up. Everyone was hostile to the IS
position but Carole Ferrier was parading it as the
'.'__genuine Marxist position on women's oppression. In this
" situation our contributions to the discussion, explaining
" that there wasn’t an ounce of Marxism in the position
" they were putting forward, went down really well.
. Other interesting responses came from the workshops
" on the economy. In particular, ours on “Women and the
" Accord’’ had a big turn up and no one there, not even the
women from the Communist Party, had a good thing to
say about the Accord.

But the most important thing about this conference was
the broad layers of women that attended and the discus-
slons that were generated.

Composition of the movement

By and large, up until now the women’s movement has
been composed largely of campus women, women from
middle-class backgrounds, or women employed in white-
collar jobs. I'm not saying that this is a bad thing neces-
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sarily, it’s just a statement of fact. Women from these
backgrounds developed higher expectations and could
more clearly see the gap between what women were cer-
tainly capable of achieving and the actual role that
society determined they should play. This glaring in-
justice spurred these women into political action.

That’s not to say that the movement was middle class;
just the opposite is true. It has consistently raised de-
mands that go to the very heart of women's oppression,
that challenge the very foundations of the capitalist
system.

Our book, Women and Socialism, explains it this way:

““All women are oppressed as women. Struggles around
specific aspects of women'’s oppression necessarily in-
volve women from different tlasses and soclal layers.
Even some bourgeois women, revolting against their op-
pression as women, can break with their class and be won
to the side of the revolutionary workers movement as the
road to liberation. :

“As Lenin pointed out in his discussions with Clara
Zetkin, action around aspects of women’s oppression has
the potential to reach into the heart of the enemy class, to
‘foment and increase unrest, uncertainty and contradic-
tions and conflicts in the camp of the bourgeoise and its
reformist friends . . Every weakening of the enemy is
tantamount to a strengthening of our forces.’

“Even more important from the point of view of the
revolutionary Marxist party is the fact that resentment
against their oppression as women can often be the
starting point in the radicalisation of decisive layers of
petty bourgeois women whose support the working class
must win.”

But at times we’ve noted that the middle-class com-
position of the movement has sometimes been reflected
In an overemphasis on more peripheral aspects of
women’s oppression. It’s always been our position that

the movement must become firml
y based amon
~ working-class women. 3

‘Our book puts it this way:
11.
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women are affected by their oppression as
mass women’s liberation movement we strive
‘must be basically working class in composition,
ion and leadership. Only such a movement, with
the most exploited layers of working-class
will be able to carry the struggle for women’s
on through to the end In an uncompromising way,
itself with the social forces whose class interests
el and intersect those of women. Only such a move-
will be able to play a progressive role under condi-
of sharpening class polarisation.”

1 I think this Women and Labour Conference
sented some significant steps forward in this
d. Because the theme of the conference was racism
re were more Aboriginal and migrant women,
esenting a number of different organisations, than
ver seen before at a women’s liberation conference.
his led to some great discussions.

‘Because the whole conference was a series of different
orkshops, with up to 15 running concurrently, the
men from these organisations felt that they were being
arginalised by the conference. They felt that no one was
tending their workshops except the converted. They
anted the opportunity to have a broad discussion on
hat the priorities of the women’s liberation movement
ould be. Obviously they wanted to argue their own point
f view on this question.

This led to some big plenary sessions being held where
E primarily the Aboriginal and migrant women argued that
" the movement had to put more emphasis on the question
| of women'’s economic oppression. They were arguing that
the movement had to systematically take up the demands
that were essential for migrant and Aboriginal women to
win as a first step towards their liberation as women.

The migrant women’s organisations were stressing the
need to fight for the rights of working women, the ques-
tion of English classes and so on. Aboriginal women were
arguing that land rights was obviously a central question
for them, along with health, education and so on. On the
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~ whole, T think that the reaction from the other women
there was good. Generally people agreed that these were
questions that the women’s movement had to put up front
because they were absolute preconditions for the libera-
tion of women.

It appears that this Is not just a one-off thing elther. For
instance, in Adelalde the idea is floating around that a
women’s liberation conference be held there next year
and the Aboriginal women there are keen to see it hap-
pen.

It's very hard to sum up and tle together all these
developments because it’s very diffuse, uneven and only
in the initial stages of development. I don’t want to make
any grand predictions of what's going to happen because,
on that level, nothing Is clear. On the one hand there is a
certain weakness — the one question that everyone is
asking but no one answering Is: Where does the women’s
movement go from here?

It’s a difficult question to answer because It’s not
something that you can suck out of your thumb. It’s af-
fected by the general political situation, the right-wing
policies of the Labor government, the grip of the labor

bureaucracy and its effectiveness in stifling working-
class militancy.

Strengths of the movement

We can really only look at the developments that have
or are occurring and here see the strengths of the move-
ment. These are: The level of consclousness that exists;
the issues that are being taken up; the growth of new
feminist organisations; the mobilisations that have oc-
curred; the political evolution of many of the veterans of
the women'’s liberation movement and the reorganisation
of this milieu; the receptiveness to socialist ideas that ap-
pears to exist and so on.

We can bring all these elements together to give us an
overall picture of the situation. Despite the Labor govern-
ment, despite on the one hand its platitudes to women, on
the other its general demobllising effect, the women’s
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ment is more active and more organised than we've

tasks

where does this leave us? What are our tasks as a
1t of this? Again, there are no definitive proposals on
It depends very much on what's going on, if
thing, in a particular city, what our resources are and

ut there are a few general points I want to make.
jven the consciousness that exists on this question, all
embers need to have a good grounding on our
i‘ogram for women’s liberation. It’s probably happened
" to all of us at some time or another — when you least ex-
' pect it, whether it’s at a union meeting, on the job, at a
mass-movement meeting, or on campus, all of a sudden
ou have to get up and explain some aspect of women’s
iberation.
This is going to increasingly be the case, particularly
" on the job. The other side to the whole affirmative-action
. question is the line that some trade union leaders are
~ pushing, whichis that affirmative actionis a bad thing; It
. splits the working class, men and women shouwQ be
| treated as equals, women shouldn’t be given preferential
treatment, and other general rubbish in the same vein.
We have to be able to counter all these arguments and
convince workers that affirmative action for women is a
good thing and that it can be used to benefit all workers.

We can use our women’s liberation book for this pur-
pose. All our members should be encouraged to buy, read
and study it.

We also need to push it around the movement more. We
are the only left party with a program like this and, glven
the discussions that are going on, it's a very useful
educational tool to use. It’s a very good exposition of the
Marxist view of women’s liberation and should provoke
some useful discussions.

Finally, there are two aspects to our involvement in the
women’s movement that I want to take up. When the
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party first made the decision to significantly strengthen
its implantation in the industrial unions we could have
said: We are now going to junk all committee work. From
now on all our women’s liberation work will be carried
out within the framework of the industrial unions. This is
our arena; we want to build a working-class women's
liberation movement, and so it’s the unions, on the job or
nothing.

We might have come close to such a position but we
didn’t go all the way. I think there are essentlally two
reasons for this. First, we knew that the committees that
existed weren’t just composed of middle-class women
and certainly didn’t have middle-class programs. Se-
cond, we understood the nature of women's oppression.
We knew it cut across class lines. We understood the role
it can play in winning middle class, and even bourgeois
women to a working-class perspective, and we under-
stood how important that was to our overall goal.

So we did both things. On the one hand, we continued to
work in the committees that we felt were important; on
the other, we campaigned to win workers to the ideas of
women’s liberation. We did this through the unions, on
the shop floor, and more significantly through our sup-
port for the Jobs for Women campaign.

Obviously we're not proposing to change this basic
orientation at all so I only want to make a few concrete
proposals.

First of all, I'd like to comment on the Jobs for Women
campaign. As the court case continues, solidarity and
support work is becoming more and more critical.
Needless to say, BHP wants to win this one. We need to
bring as much pressure to bear as we can by stepping up
our solidarity work in whatever way we can. We need to
get the word around as much as possible — we need mo-
tions and letters of support from unions, women’s Eroups
different committees, whatever. This Is a centrai
priority.

With our work on the job we need to take advantage of
every opportunity that arises to move ahead on this ques-
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yme places we will have more opportunities than
he ammunitions factory In Melbourne is ob-
lace where we can really push ahead. But,
‘speaking, considering, on the one hand, the at-
1 women workers and, on the other, the publicity
e affirmative action test cases are beginning to
can use them to heighten consciousness on this
n.
ously, we want to continue working in the commit-
‘that we think are important politically and where
e are moving in a progressive direction, like WAND
WAAGYV. We should be thinking through how to draw
 people closer to the party. It’s really not such a big
to make if we pose it in the right way. The best way
do this, in my opinion, is by getting these women to
ntify joining the party with strengthening the struggle
. women’s liberation. Afterall, that is what we think.
e struggle for women’s liberation is intimately tied to
struggle for socialism, and, for that, you need a
olutionary socialist party.
Every branch needs to welgh up what sort of resources
can assign to this work. Depending on this, now might
be a good time to check out this or that committee that we
ve been meaning to do for some time. We should point
“our women campus students in the direction of the local
‘women's group, armed with some copies of Women and
Socialism.
" We should keep our eyes and ears open for any new
] developments that suggest that movement is going on,
" like this conference proposal in Adelalde. If it’s useful, if
it's going somewhere, then we should be a part of it in
whatever way that is practically possible.

I really can’t be any more concrete than this. In some
branches we may be limited to just our propaganda work,
what we say in Direct Action, the forums we have and so
on. That’s flne; we can’t substitute ourselves for a move-
ment that doesn’t exlst In any particular place.

But, where things are developing, where women are be-
ing drawn Into political activity, where they're organis-







